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1. Background

The project and its scope

The new airport that the Ethiopian Airlines is planning to build is huge. It is reported that
it will be the largest airport in Africa. When it is fully operational in a few years, it will have
a capacity to house 270 aircrafts and serve 100 million passengers per year.

For the construction of the airport, a 35 km? land has been identified and delineated.
Comparatively, this tract of land exceeds the operational areas of major international
airports such as Paris Charles de Gualle Airport and Dubai International Airport, each
covering 32.38 km?and 29.14 km?, respectively.

The 35 km? area slated for the airport comes at the expense of displacing farming
communities from 3, 500 hectares or 8,648.69 acres. Given that the average landholding
per household is low in the affected area, there are close to 3000 households that will be
forced out of the project area. With an estimated average of 5 persons per household, in
total, close to 15,000 people will be uprooted to make room for the mega airport project.

The project site

The new airport construction site is about 40 km south of Finfinnee, in the vicinity of
southwest of the city of Bishoftuu, in the district (aanaa) of Aabbuu Seeraa. In total there
are six lowest administrative units known as Gandaas in Aabbuu Seeraa: Namely,
Aabbuu Aciroo, Aabbuu Garbii, Aabbuu Kombolchaa, Aabbuu Looyyaa, Aaabbuu
Lugnaa, and Aabbuu Saarkamaa. Residents of these Gandaas, who for the most part
belong to the Ja’an Galaan clan lineage of the Tuulamaa Oromo, are the ones whose
homes and farmland will be dispossessed to make room for the mega airport project.

The timeline of launching the project.

The idea of building a new mega airport was floated first back in 2018. However, an official
statement of the plan of constructing the airport was released in January 2020. According
to the plan, it is stated that the first phase of construction will begin in 2025 and completed
by 2029. Presently, preparation is underway to relocate communities residing in the
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project area. Houses are being built for the evacuees. The affected communities have
been notified to make the necessary preparations for relocation in a new resettlement site
designated for them. So, the groundbreaking ceremony is likely to take place sometime
in November of 2025 when the official construction of the airport begins.

The project owner(s)

The Federal Government of Ethiopia owns the Ethiopian Airlines, which is known to
autonomously operate the airlines. As such, with regards to the new mega airport project,
the Ethiopian Airlines has the overarching responsibility of spearheading the project as
the project owner.

Hence, it initiated the idea of constructing the mega airport. It participated in the process
of acquiring land through the Regional Government of Oromia and securing fund for the
project from international financiers. It is presently partaking in building resettlement
villages and planning to relocate farmers who will be displaced from the project area. It is
now fully gearing up to implement its project plan and get the airport fully operational by
the end of 2029.

The primary stakeholders of the project, the Federal Government of Ethiopia and the
Regional Government of Oromia, with their unique vested interest in the project, obviously
made the decision of granting the Ethiopian Airlines the required land for the project by
dispossessing it from farmers of Aabbuu Seeraa District.

Rationales for selecting the Aabbuu Seera site for the new airport

Of all other potentially suitable places for the new airport, one might ask why Aabbuu
Seera District has been selected. According to a source that reported on the selection
process that identified Aabbuu Seera as the ideal home for the mega airport, it has
indicated that its (1) proximity to Finfinnee and (2) low elevation that help make aircrafts
fuel-efficient during acceleration and descent are the key drivers among others (not
specified) for the final decision of the Ethiopian Airlines to pick Aabbuu Seeraa over six
others in the shortlist. The undisclosed reasons could be related to political, economic,
and social that would be discussed in the latter part of this paper.

Plan for communities making way for the project — settlement plan

Up until the writing of this paper, no clear plan of resettling the Aabbuu Seera communities
of the six gandaas slated for eviction is available. If there is any, a very sketchy one that
the CEO of the Ethiopian Airliens, Mesfin Tasew, told The Reporter is on a record.
According to his statement, the Regional Government of Oromia had set aside 740
hectares of land and 17 billion birr (172.5 million USD) for resettiement and development
projects that create job opportunities for communities that will be directly impacted by the
displacement.
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However, sources from within the community reveal that neither government agencies
nor groups associated with the Ethiopian Airlines working on the mega airport project
have openly engaged the affected communities in discussion on detailed plans of their
resettlement. All they have been told is that they will be relocated. They do not know
when, where, what their rights are, the process involved for relocation, and what their fate
will be following the eviction from their ancestral land. So, the affected communities are
now in limbo.

Again, from our sources in the communities, the government is quite restrictive in sharing
any information on the resettlement issue with the people the project impacts. There is
intimidation on people raising questions and concerns related to the project or demanding
from local authorities their right to know the full disclosure of the project on how it benefits
the affected communities, especially on how they would be compensated for losing their
land — their only source of livelihood.

2. Context: The continuum of uprooting the Tuulamaa people through
development projects and urban sprawls

Ever since the occupation of Oromia by the Abyssinian ruling class, the Oromo people,
especially the Tuulamaas, have been uprooted from their ancestral land to make way for
mega projects and wave of urban settlers. It suffices to recount just a few cases to
highlight the extent of mass displacements due to development projects and urbanization
that the Tuulamaas have experienced over the years.

Case 1: Wonji-Shewa Sugar Corporation (1951)

The first development project known to have displaced Oromo farmers and pastoralists
was the Wonji-Shewa agro-industry of sugar production established in early 1950s. The
Jiillees of the Tuulamaa subclan from Wonijii area were the victims of this project. The
Imperial regime of Haile Sillase granted a Dutch company15,000 hectares of land evicting
Jiilees from Wonijii, where sugar industry was established and sugarcane plantation was
cultivated for the industry. Later in 1958, with increasing demand for sugar in the country,
the corporation leased additional 7000 hectares of land from the same area that led to
more eviction of Jiillees to make room for its growing industry.

Today, the evicted Jiillees could hardly be traced in their homeland of Wonijii and its
environs. Record on the displacement of Jiillees is hard to come by. The number of
household or people displaced is unknown. No information is available on compensation
they received, if any, for the land they lost. Also, no record exists showing a replacement
land they may have received.

An example of anecdotal evidence reveals that they were not even given the opportunity

to work in the sugar plantation or the factory. The bulk of unskilled labour working in the
plantation and industry came from primarily Kambata and Walayita areas. So, it is
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presumed that they mostly migrated south, as some who trace their lineage to Jiillee clan
reside in Magii Town and its vicinity.

Case 2: Qoogaa Hydro-electric dam (1960)

The Qoogaa? Dam was another development project established in 1960 to primarily
generate hydroelectric power. The dam is built across Hawaas® river about 80 km
southeast of Finfinnee or 10km south of Adaama. Its reservoir area is about 236 km?

Like all other development projects in Oromia, Qoogaa Dam has caused dislocation of
natives from the vicinity of the Dam and its reservoir. The displaced people of the Qoogaa
plain and upper Hawaas are Siibas of Jiillee branch of Tuulamaa. Today, the whereabout
of the Siibas and that the project agents evicted is unknown.

There is a huge knowledge gap regarding internally displaced people in Oromia and
Ethiopia at large. While resettlement of famine victims and villagization of rural
communities were studied with some degree of focus, what is referred to as
Development-Induced Displacements (DID), the likes of Qoogaa Dam, are least
investigated and documented. As a result, the impact of Qoogaa Dam and its reservoir
on Siiba Oromos in terms of how many households it displaced, where the displaced were
relocated, whether they were compensated and rehabilitated was unknown until very
recently.

It was just about two years ago, Mr. Battee Urgeessa, a native of Jiillee-Land himself, a
prominent political personality, one assassinated for his political views over a year ago,
at a Shay-Buna talk show, recounted how over 40,000 of his own people from Qoogaa
and the surrounding area were decimated* merely because they resisted displacement
from their land.

Case 3: Boolee International Airport (1962)

At the turn of the 1960s, the Ethiopian Airlines that used to operate from its old airport
4km southwest of the centre of Finfinnee needed wider and longer runways for its new
Boeing airbuses. This led to an acquisition of land for its new airport. The Haile Sillasie
regime granted 7.14 km? land evicting Oromos of Galaan lineage in Boolee, 6km
southeast of the centre of Finfinnee, to the Airlines for the construction of the new airport,
named after the emperor and later renamed Boolee International Airport.

The Boolee International Airport was among the emerging development projects of the
1960s initiated by the government of Emperor Haile Sillasie. With the growing demand of
modernization and expansion of the aviation industry, Boolee Airport displaced many
more natives during the TPLF-led regime. Today, people tracing their root to the natives

2 As spelled in Afaan Oromo Phonology; but known as Koka in various literatures.
3 Awash is what mostly appear in literature. However, it is a misnomer; a distorted version of Hawaas.
4 Shay-Buna — a talk show program — September 17, 2023 (refer to the timestamp in the video:30-33)
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of Boolee are nowhere to be seen as a community. In all likelihood, they must have been
absorbed in a new social fabric in Finfinnee- the assimilative or melting pot of Abyssinians.
Beyond making this general statement, there is barely any demographic and socio-
economic accounts that relate to the displacement of the natives of Boolee.

Case 4: Matahaara Sugar Factory, HVA Corporation (1965)

Since sugar consumption grew in Ethiopia following the first local sugar production at
Woniji mill that induced a need for more production, the government of Ethiopia in
partnership with H.V.A. company of the Netherlands begun building a second sugar
factory in 1965 at a place called Merti, Oromia, about 200 km from Finfinnee. The
corporation established the factory, developed a modern sugarcane farm on 10, 230
hectares of land, and became fully operational by 19609.

Merti and what is referred to as the Matahara Plain was predominantly home to the
Karrayyuu pastoralists. The land the Karrayyuus lost to the sugar estate was critical for
their way of life: It was the grazing land for their livestock they depended on for their
livelihood. Regardless, the Ethiopia successive governments uprooted them from their
ancestral land without compensation and forced them to relocate to the arid environment
of middle Hawaas where pasture for livestock is scarce and clean water is hard to come
by for the pastoralist community. Inflicted with development-induced wave of
displacements, natural vagaries, political violence, and conflicts over limited resources
over the years, the Karrayyuu demography has been dwindling significantly to the extent
of gradually leading to the extinction of this unique community of people known as a
custodian of the Oromo unique cultural values.

Case 5: The Finfinnee Master Plan (2014)

A brief historical account that pre-date the Finfinnee Master Plan: The Fall of Oromia

Highlighting this account is paramount owing to its overarching implications on the subject
under discussion — the displacement of communities of Aabbuu.

The fall of Oromia in the hands of Abyssinians was not a phenomenon that took place in
a short epoch. It happened gradually, during a span of time close to two centuries when
various Oromo subgroups (clans) were divided and conquered at the ebb and flow of the
Abyssinians political power dynamics of the 19" century. The Oromos of northern Oromia,
the Wollos, who were at loggerhead with Abyssinians long before the emergence of
kingdom of Showa, became the first victims to succumb to the Abyssinians conquest.
With a growing political influence of the kingdom of Showa and its strong alliance with
European colonial powers of the time that birthed the Ethiopian empire, the Tuulamaa
Oromos who resisted the advance of Abyssinians to the south for far too long got forcibly
incorporated into the new empire. Subsequently, the rest of the Oromos to the south, east,
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west of the Tuulamaa homeland (Maccaa, Arsi, Gujii, Boorana, Karrayyuu, Afran Qallo
and ltuu) were subdued one after another following heroic resistance.

Of all the conquered major Oromo clans, the Tuulamaas have disproportionately paid
enormous sacrifice both during the long resistance war against the Abyssinians and post
annexation of Oromia. Especially with regards to the subject under discussion, mass
eviction, and displacement, the Tuulamaas have encountered a staggering level of loss
of what they call their ancestral home ever since the establishment of the Ethiopian
empire.

The all-out war of extermination against various Tuulamaa clans such as Abbichuu,
Galaan, Gullallee, and Eekkaa, among others, began with the shift of the political
epicenter of Abyssinians to the vicinity of Ankoober-Menz corridor — the “settlers’ home”
of the kingdom of Shoa. This corridor served as the initial foothold from where successive
rulers of the kingdom had been launching unrelenting military expeditions, raids, and
genocidal war against the hitherto mentioned neighbouring Tuulamaa clans.

Repeated encroachments by the Shoan invading army onto the territory of Tuulamaa had
continued unabated from Sahle-Sillasie up until his grandson, Minilik, fully incorporated
the entire Tuulamaa and the rest of Oromia’s territory within his newly formed Ethiopian
empire. During this period that spans a century (1813 -1891), the Shoan invaders with far
better European supplied weapons waged the most barbaric war of annihilation against
patriotic Tuulamaa forces with armaments not excelling rudimentary spears and shields.
In this incessant war, inordinate number of Tuulamaas lost their lives. Given the extent of
extermination campaign launched against them, it is only by sheer miracle that their
progenies made it to this day and recount their horrific stories.

Tuulamaas who had survived the war of extermination led a horrendous life. Once the
Abyssinians ensured their political and military supremacy, they expropriated the land and
property of war ravaged Tuulamaas and made them their serfs or slaves. In many cases,
they massively displaced them forcibly to make room for the seat of their evolving imperial
government and the settlement of the arm-bearing invaders (neftenyas). A case in point
is Finffinnee, where surviving natives were uprooted and forced to head south and settle
among various Oromo clans in Arsi, Boorana, Guijii, southern and western Maccaa.
Likewise, eviction of Tuulamaas took place in large scale from garrison towns established
by the invading army of Abyssinians. The draconian land-grab policy that the TPLF was
to implement for the expansion of Finffinnee was the continuation of the agenda of
Abyyssinians meant to dispossess the Tuulamaas a place they call home. So is the
present scramble for Tuulamaa land through various rent-seeking schemes of the
Prosperity Pary-led regime of PM Abiy Ahmed.

Therefore, the wave of development projects of the 1950s/60s coupled with the
bourgeoning urbanization that drew new settlers on primarily Tuulamaas heart land have
nearly eviscerated some of their clans and rendered a great many of them homeless, by
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uprooting and pushing them out of their homeland to the peripheries. Today, under the
current regime of PM Abiy Ahmed who came to the pinnacle of power through the sacrifice
of over 5000 youth (geerroos and qarrees) and seemingly sworn to promote the interest
of the Oromo people as a nation, the predicament of the Tuulamaas, eviction and
displacement, has never relented; if any, it is in an ascending trajectory.

It is in this context that the Aabbuu Seeraa project, the home for the new mega Airport,
will be viewed and analyzed.

3. Multifaceted impacts of the Aabbuu Seeraa project on the Aabbuu natives

Given how the past Ethiopian governments of all stripes, including the present, mistreated
displaced people by various development projects, urbanization and urban sprawl, it is
likely that the fate of communities of Aabbuu on the verge of eviction to make way for the
Mega Airport construction will not be any different. Like all projects preceding it, the
Aabbuu Seeraa project will have significant and multifaceted impacts on the immediate
communities of Aabbuu and those far-flung from the project site.

Health implications

The very idea of displacement in and of itself conjures fear and trepidation in the mind of
the evictees, as they get preoccupied with a concern of what future holds for them. Some
studies on the effects of displacement, whether it occurs internally or externally, reveal
that a fear that hangs over the head of the displaced people could cause anxiety,
depression, and psychological distress leading to a serious mental health situation that
would disrupt their normal way of life.

Social ramifications

Development-induced displacement affects the social conditions of the affected
communities. The detachment from a socially cohesive setting to an unknown social
environment causes loss of a social safety net and social capital built over years. It
disrupts social fabrics founded on clan structures, without which the affected communities
would face existential threat. They would cease to exist as Aabbuus and could potentially
be assimilated within the host communities where they get relocated.

The relocation of the Aabbuu communities causes a rippling effect in dislocating other
communities from their land. This in turn could result in social tension with the host
communities over limited resources and services.

The project is also expected to bring about major demographic and socio-cultural
changes in Aabbuu Seeraa and its vicinity. It will attract tens of thousands of multi-ethnic
workforces from all over Ethiopia. Entrepreneurs will also flock to the project area and
build business establishments catering to the needs of a growing population servicing the
airport and newly emerging businesses. This leads to a demographic surge that alters for
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good the culture and language of the Aabbuu Seeraa communities. Just like Finffinnee
and other urban centres, the project area will be completely taken over with population
speaking Amharic and practising the Habashaa culture and tradition. The loss of cultural
heritage and norm and values that goes with it through assimilation is devastating for any
community of people. So, the Aabbuu community cannot be an exception.

Economic repercussions

As elucidated in the second section of this paper, the impact of Development Induced
Displacements (DIDs) on the economic livelihoods of affected communities is substantial.
All instances in Oromia, without exception, have demonstrated that individuals displaced
for development projects experienced severe poverty. Therefore, it is reasonable to
anticipate that the Aabbuu Seeraa project will similarly adversely affect the prospective
displaced Aaabbuu communities.

The dispossession of their land, a primary source of livelihood, will have significant
implications on the income of both the current and future generations. It will alter the
existing way of life of Aabbuu communities. The present generation, who may be required
to vacate their land with minimal compensation, will encounter substantial economic
challenges. Similarly, their descendants and subsequent generations will lose access to
the land and its associated benefits. Thus, depriving Aabbuus of their land can result in
long-term economic hardship for the community.

Environmental consequences

The Aabbuu project, akin to previous development projects in Oromia, is expected to have
impact on the environment of the immediate project area and beyond. During the
construction phase of the Mega Airport and other associated infrastructure developments,
air quality can deteriorate due to the release of pollutants to the air. When the airport gets
fully operational, the inferior quality of the air will exacerbate with the increased green-
house gas emissions from aircrafts and new settlements and business establishments,
leading to climate change.

The refuse from the airport and growing business establishments and urban development
surrounding the airport adds stress to the environment. To dispose of the refuse, either
landfill or incineration plants or both are required, all of which significantly mar the
environment.

Worse yet, the sewage and chemical waste from the site are likely to pollute watershed
or catchment areas of rivers like Hawaas and Moojoo and their tributaries. Also, the
groundwater could be contaminated with seepage of effluents released from the airport
facility and associated establishments. The downstream communities who use the
Hawaas river for irrigation could run the risk of contaminating the soil with hazardous
substances affecting the human health and the environment.
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Political impacts

From the outset the Mega Airport project may appear to have no bearing on the political
sphere of Oromia, since it is presented as one contributing to the economic development
and prosperity of the region and Ethiopia at large. As such, for a casual observer, it is
conceivable that its political dimension may not be apparent. However, driven by huge
economic opportunities that come with the project, many people from every corner of
Ethiopia will descend on the project environ and potentially the entire Aabbuu Seeraa
District. That is, employment and entrepreneurial opportunities could potentially attract
tens of thousands of migrants from all over Ethiopia. Furthermore, as building ‘Airport
City’ is included in the project plan, and should this plan materialize, a staggering
population growth will be expected within a short span of time in Aabbuu Seeraa and its
adjoining districts.

With diverse population converging on Aabbuu Seeraa, itis anticipated to witness a socio-
cultural shift of the Indigenous people — the Oromo - to that of the Habasha. In no time,
the Amhara and ‘Amharic speaking communities’ are likely to overpopulate the project
zone and the wider district. This trend eclipses the Oromo cultural identity, for instance,
Afaan Oromo ceding space to Amharic. Much like garrison towns across Oromia, with
expectedly heavier demographic weight of Amharic speaking migrating to the ‘Airport
City,” the Oromo markers of identity such as language, culture and tradition will be
obliterated. The ‘Airport City’ will end up being a microcosm of Finfinnee. In a brief time,
the city will have a demographic semblance of Finfinnee, one where the native Oromos
are swallowed by Amharas and Amharic speaking settlers.

In addition, within striking distance of the Aabbuu Seeraa Mega Airport and the envisaged
‘Airport City,” there are towns of Duukam, Bishooftuu, and Moojoo. These towns are fast
growing, so much so that they could connect in a few years through urban sprawl and
eventually form what is referred to as conurbation or a metropolitan area.

Coupled with this burgeoning metropolis, there is another mega enterprise in the making
about 30 km northeast of Moojoo: Gada Special Economic Zone Corporation (GSEZ).
This economic zone, reportedly half the size of Finfinnee, lies on 23, 656 hectares of land
close to the border of Amhara Region. Construction is underway to complete its first
phase of development on 3,114 hectares within 5 years.

Considering the two mega enterprises, GSEZ and Aabbuu Seeraa Airport, east Tuulamaa
(east Shewa) is presumably slated to be ‘development belt,” where development projects
and business are planned to flourish. This development belt that runs from GSEZ near
the border (about 20-30 kms) of Amhara Region in the east to Aabbuu Sera Airport/Airport
City close to (about 75 kms) the border of Southern Nations and Nationalities and Peoples
(SNNP) in the northwest (Figure 1) is possible to attract settlement of millions of people
from across Ethiopia. This huge demographic surge of new settlers could largely displace
the Oromo population from the ‘development belt,” which eventually could become a
wedge that divides Oromia into two: Eastern and western Oromia.
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Hence, for Oromia as a region, the ‘development belt’ would have significant political
ramifications. It would affect the geographical contiguity of the Oromo nation in a way that
mirrors the Palestine situation in West Bank and Gaza. The ‘newfound land’ of the belt
could be claimed much like the contested Finfinnee City, where the Oromo people have
no say on the political, economic, and social order of the city. Coupled with the
development belt, in the sprawling towns of Dukam-Mojoo-GSEZ triangular corridor
(Figure 2) by the belt, a similar rise in population growth of multiple /composite ethnicity
is expected. Such a demographic shift in both areas would lead to obliteration of the East
Shewa (East Tuulamaa) Oromo population. This in turn waters down the politics of
Oromia; its regional jurisdictional sphere would shrink as growing metropolis in East
Tuulamaa could potentially gain, much like Diree Dhaawaa and Finfinnee, a ‘chartered
city status’, its electoral politics which could potentially be a vehicle for promoting the
Oromo national interest would diminish, and much importantly the unbridled rate of
continual dispossessions of the Oromo land would put the existence of Oromia as a
political entity into question.
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Figure 1
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4. What redeems the Aabbuu communities from displacement?

As discussed above, the Ethiopian Airlines is gearing up to evict the Aabbuu communities
and begin the airport construction before the end of this year (2025). In its media briefing,
the CEO of the Airlines has stated that the building of resettlement villages for the evictees
is underway, finance for the project has been secured, and contract for construction of
the airport has been signed. So, according to the CEO, the Airlines is rolling out its plan
of implementation of the project as scheduled.

However, internal sources from the community reveal that there is a growing pushback
from the affected communities, demanding that their inherent/constitutional right to the
land be respected. But this legitimate demand of the communities is met with covert and
overt intimidations by the power-that-be.

Given the numerous resounding historical precedents of displacements that development
projects caused over the years in Oromia, especially from the Tuulamaa land, the Aabbuu
communities have no choice but to vehemently protest the illegal take-over of their land.
Suffice to recall the case of development projects of Wonijii, Qoogaa, and Matahaara
mentioned earlier that have uprooted Jiillees and Karrayuus, wrecked havoc on their way
of life, and dismantled their social fabric to the extent of destroying their unique identity
as a community of people. If left unchallenged, the Aabbuu Seeraa Airport project will
inflict a similar harm on the Aabbuu communities. Hence, at the forefront, the Aabbuus
should close rank and protest the project and demand the Regional Government of
Oromia and the Federal Government of Ethiopia to listen to their concerns.
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The protest of Aabbuus alone is not enough for their concerns to be heard. It requires
active participation of Oromos across Oromia and in the Diaspora in standing shoulder-
to-shoulder with Aabbuus and amplifying their voice of protest. Likewise, as confiscation
of land from Aabbuus constitutes a violation of property rights and the right to exist as a
community, all conscientious and human right champions are duty bound to support the
cause of Aabbuus and put pressure on the Airlines and both level of governments.

In the media front, extensive campaign of narrating the predicament of the Aabbuus and
the broader Oromo nation is paramount. Both traditional and social media should bring to
light the concerns of Aabbuu communities and raise the awareness of the Oromo public
and promote its support for the communities.

Also, political parties promoting the interest of especially the Oromo people should
spearhead the campaign of resistance against development projects that rob the
livelihood of people and throw them into griding poverty. They should come out and echo
the concern of Aabbuus and call on the federal government to address their legitimate
grievance.

Furthermore, it is incumbent upon national as well as international human right
organizations to expose the violation of the right of Aabbuus to live by dispossessing the
only source of their livelihood — their land. By publicizing the plight of Aabbuus to all
relevant agencies, it is expected of them to exert pressure on the Ethiopian government
to respect the right of Aabbuus and fulfill their demand.

Finally, the redemption of Aabbuus from losing their livelihood and, at worse, from
potential extinction as a community of people, hinges on the voice of the broader Oromo
people. That is, on how they collectively discharge their moral and kinship obligation of
standing against injustice in an expeditious and forceful manner. This project should not
be viewed as merely consequential for the erasure Aaabbu communities but as one that
would pose existential threat to the Oromo as a nation and Oromia as a polity. Hence, it
behooves on every Oromo soul to stand against the project unless the Federal
Government negotiates in good faith with the affected communities and comes to terms,
puts in place policy-driven guardrails for the project, and demonstrates that the project is
indeed people-centred development- that the core interest of Aabbuu communities and
the Oromo people at large will be fully accommodated

5. Worldwide lessons of Development Induced Displacements (DID)

There is a wide range of lessons of DID that can be drawn from various part of the world.
Most empirical evidence reveal that development projects, with all their seemingly good
intentions, came out harming people they displaced. In few cases, people-centred
projects which fully involved affected-people resulted in a win-win situation for parties
involved. When people have a full say in projects affecting them, when the land acquiring
party negotiate with them in good faith and demonstrate to them shared values/benefits
of the projects, and when how well projects meet the socio-economic needs of the
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affected people is spelled out in contractual agreements and they fully consented for
resettlement, a potential harm and hurt to affected-people could be reduced.

Lessons from amicable resettlement of displaced people typically demonstrate
compensation for lost property, resettlement assistance, and ensuring the preservation of
livelihoods. Key components include fair market value for land and structures, support for
finding new homes and communities, and opportunities for economic adaption or
alternative employment. Specifically, experiences from people-centred projects reveal
that displaced people or communities go through a series of engagements/negotiations
of resettlement process. Such encouragements/negotiations include:

5.1 Stakeholder Engagement and Consultation

e Regular consultative meetings get organized and conducted among all
stakeholders so the needs and concerns of the affected community will be fully
understood.

e Community leaders and elders get involved in discussions to ensure the cultural,
linguistic, and social needs of the affected community are assessed and
understood to meet them should resettlement is accepted.

e Open communication channels are maintained to keep the community informed
about the project’s progress and their role in it.

5.2 Negotiation on Compensation for Property and Assets:

e To obtain a fair compensation for the land, buildings, and any improvements on the
property that are lost due to project-induced displacement, stakeholders engage
in reasonable negotiation.

e Stakes in the new project are negotiated — for instance, from future stocks of a
project certain percent of shares are allotted to the community it displaces to make
it a truly people-centered development project.

e Also, compensation is negotiated for the value of individual property that may be
damaged or lost during the relocation process and expenses related to the moving
process, such as storage, transportation, and temporary housing.

5.3 Resettlement Assistance:

¢ Negotiations ensure access to adequate and suitable housing, considering
individual needs and preferences.

e The resettlement process is made to prioritize the establishment of new
communities and support for social integration, including access to education,
healthcare, and other essential services.

e Individuals are provided with psychosocial support to help them cope with the
emotional and psychological impacts of displacement.
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5.4 Livelihood Restoration and Economic Adaptation:

e Through fair negotiation, businesses and livelihoods get compensated for their loss
of income and assets due to DID.

¢ Negotiations may include opportunities for training and skill development programs
to help displaced individuals adapt to new economic realities.

¢ Displaced individuals should have access to new economic opportunities, such as
employment and a share in the stocks of companies causing the displacement.

5.5. Legal and Policy Frameworks:

e Displaced individuals are given the right to be fully informed about the project and
its potential impacts, and to provide their free, prior, and informed consent before
the project proceeds.

e Displaced individuals are offered access to legal representation to ensure that their
rights are protected throughout the negotiation process.

e Government agencies oversee development projects and ensure that they adhere
to legal and ethical standards.

5.6. Communication and Transparency:

e Displaced individuals should be kept informed about the project's progress and
any changes to the resettlement plan.

e The decision-making process should be transparent, and displaced individuals
should have the opportunity to participate in the planning and implementation of
the project.

5.7. Addressing Environmental and Social Impacts:

e Negotiations address potential environmental impacts of the project, such as noise
pollution, air pollution, and loss of natural habitats.

e Negotiations aim to mitigate any negative social impacts of the project, such as
disruption of social networks and community cohesion.

Unfortunately, in the case of Aabbuu community, its experience is quite different. The
impacted members of the community are not consulted nor engaged in negotiations on
matters that the displacement causes on their livelihood and their very existence as a
community. None of what is, by all measures, considered fair and acceptable global
standards of resettling project displaced communities described above has been upheld
by the Ethiopian Airlines To the contrary, the Ethiopian Airlines has issued what amounts
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to eviction notice and timeline to the community. Much to the indignation of the community,
the Airlines with the backing of the Government of Ethiopia is now at the final stretch in
its plan of flagrantly dispossessing the land of the community for the construction of the
new airport.

This clearly demonstrates that the Airlines is in effect repeating the case of Bole
International Airport where it uprooted the original inhabitants of Bole and built the airport
over 70 years ago. Today the natives of Bole are nowhere to be found as a community.
So, given that the Airlines with its blatant disregard for the rights of communities it
displaces merely embarks on its corporate goal of amassing profit at the demise of
communities, we are afraid that the fate of Aabbuu will not be any different.

6. Recommendations

6.1. Submit formal requests to authorities and their partners to cease the top-down
development approach pertaining to the new airport project as well as future
development initiatives. This approach has proven to be a dismal failure worldwide.
Therefore, in line with the internationally advocated principle of people-centred
development approach, it is recommended to call upon authorities spearheading
the airport project, the Federal Government of Ethiopia, the Regional State
Government of Oromia, and the Ethiopian Airlines, especially the former, to:

6.1.1. Impose an immediate moratorium on the planned evictions of Aabbuu
communities from their ancestral land, pending a comprehensive and
transparent impact assessment of the New Airport Development is
completed with full participation of the affected communities.

6.1.2. Create a consultative body that in good faith engages legitimate
representatives of the communities and other stakeholders in open and
transparent discussions and consultations that result in addressing all
concerns of the communities to their satisfaction.

6.1.3. Establish an institution (agency) with overarching responsibility to
holistically address and resolve issues of communities impacted by
development projects. As previously stated, the airport project will have far-
reaching social, economic, environmental, and political implications not only
on the immediate Aabbuu communities but those in the wider East Showa
(Tuulamaa) Zone and beyond. For the project with such a range of impacts
coupled with others likely emerging development initiates piggy-backed on
it, an establishment of a government mandated agency is crucial. This
agency would be entrusted with responsibilities of making the new airport
project a people-centred development through: (a) initiating and developing
policies and guidelines, with inputs from affected communities, and (b)
effectively implementing them to ensure long-term, generational, core
interests of the communities are fully protected in perpetuity.
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6.2. Amplify legitimate concerns of Aabbuu communities through advocacy work. Since
the eviction of Aabbuus constitutes a violation of human and Legal rights, they
need to be supported with advocacy efforts that include: (a) documenting facts on
the ground, (b) organizing and disseminating relevant, pertinent, and timely,
information to locally and internationally, (c) establishing advocacy teams that can
embark on publicizing the plights of the communities to the Oromo public and the
global community at large. This is to garner them support they desperately need
so that the Government of Ethiopia and its partners respect their legitimate rights.
There are voices for DID victims across the globe. It is recommended that
advocacy teams join such a global movement to get voice of Aabbuus amplified.
And the case of Aabbuus should be on the global map depicting a growing list DID
(projects inducing evictions)

6.3. Secure a legal representation for the communities. As it stands now, they have no
legal representation. Without a legal body aiding them on all legal matters, it is
likely that the party acquiring their land could easily trample upon their rights.
Hence, it is essential that they get a legally authorized representative. Supporting
them in this front is crucial.

6.4. Communicate with all project partners how the project in its current top-down
approach would harm people it is going to displace. For instance:

6.4.1. The primary financier of the project, the African Development Bank (AfDB),
which signed a letter of intent to finance the project with $7.8 billion USD,
should reconsider supporting the project unless it is conducted in
compliance with established international norms, rules, and regulations. The
AfDB must exercise due diligence to ensure that the projects they finance
respect the human and legal rights of victims of DID. In this regard, it is
recommended that legitimate representatives and/or advocacy groups write
a letter to AfDB expressing concern about the impact of the project on
Aabbuu communities.

6.4.2. Dar Al-Handasah Consultants and Zaha Hadid Architects, the contractors
for the airport construction project, should be notified formally that the new
airport project fails to comply with the internationally recognized standards
and human rights principles as Aabbuu communities are being forced to
give up their land, an act that infringes upon their legal and human rights.

7. Concluding remarks

The Aabbuu Seeraa mega airport project is presented as a development project meant
to transform the socio-economic life of the immediate communities of Aabbuu and the
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broader people of Ethiopia. Merely going by how well it has been presented to the public,
such a project with the grand and noble objective should be well received. Undoubtedly
no one in the right mind would dare opposing projects having people’s interest at heart -
one with such inherent quality of contributing to the greater good of a society.

However, when a development project lacks clarity and transparency from the outset,
when it doesn’t involve all stakeholders including project affected communities in all
phases of the project, and when more importantly it doesn’t demonstrate clear and
measurable benefits to the communities they impact on their way of life, it should be called
for what it is: a pseudo development project — one meant to benefit national and
transnational corporations at the demise of a sizeable community of people.

For all we know at this stage, the Aabbuu Seeraa mega project is a pseudo development
project. It would have destructive impacts on Aabbuu communities and the Oromo people
at large. As such, based on its current merits, it should be vehemently opposed by the
directly affected communities, the broader Oromo public, and the champions of human
rights worldwide.

We, together with the broader Oromo public, support development initiatives that
emphasize human welfare and sustainable practices. We believe projects should respect
the lifestyles and cultural identities of indigenous populations rather than prioritize the
interests of corporate entities under the guise of development.
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